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ABSTRACT 

This study investigated the dominant language skill 
development of spouses within migrating units in Australia. It analyzed the 
English proficiency of a sample of principal applicant (PA) immigrants 
(immigrants upon whom the approval to immigrate is based) and their spouses, 
referred to as migrating unit spouses (MUSs) . The study assessed whether the 
observed factors that influenced dominant language acquisition, such as 
educational attainment and age at migration, would be the same for PAs and 
MUSs. It also examined the role that correlation among unobserved factors for 
both spouses played in the development of spouses’ language skills. Data came 
from administrative records on visa categories and from wave one of the 
Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Australia. Data analysis indicated that 
family mattered in the acquisition of dominant language skills. There was a 
high degree of correlation in the English speaking skills of partners in 
migrating units among recent immigrants to Australia. Children had a negative 
effect on their mothers' language proficiency but no effect on their fathers' 
language proficiency. (Contains 28 references.) (Adjunct ERIC Clearinghouse 
for ESL Literacy Education) (SM) 
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ABSTRACT 

Family Matters: The Role of the Family in Immigrants’ 
Destination Language Acquisition* 

This paper is concerned with the relationship among family members in the determinants of 
destination language proficiency .among immigrants. A model of immigrant language 
proficiency is augmented to include dynamics among family members. It is tested using data 
on a sample of recent immigrants. Children are shown to have a negative effect on their 
mother’s language proficiency, but no effect on their father's. There is a substantial positive 
correlation between the language skills of spouses. This is due to the correlation between 
spouses in both the measured determinants and the unmeasured determinants of destination 
language skills among spouses. 
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L INTRODUCTION 

Some immigrants are single and make their migration decisions without having 
family in the intended destination. The majority of immigrants, however, move with 
family members and/or make decisions with reference to family in the destination 
country. As the decision to move is made on this basis, it is possible that other major 
decisions of immigrants will be influenced by family members, either those who are 
part of the migrating unit, or part of the community in which the immigrant is settling. 
This has been increasingly recognised in research into the economic progress of 
immigrants. The importance of being married to a foreign national, for example, has 
been shown in studies of dominant language fluency (e.g., Chiswick and Miller 
(1992)). Baker and Benjamin (1997) have modelled immigrant labour supply within 
a family investment model, while Chiswick (1 977)(1 988) and Borjas (1992) have 
examined in a family context the rate of intergenerational mobility between 
immigrants and their children. A major conclusion that can be drawn from these 
studies is that the family matters in studies of immigrant adjustment. That family 
matters is not surprising given that migration decisions are influenced by intending 
immigrants’ family members (Mincer (1978)) and by the use of family relations in the 
destination in the issuance of at least some visas in most receiving countries. 

This study extends this important line of research by investigating the dominant 
language skill development of spouses within migrating units in Australia. It analyzes 
the proficiency in English of a sample of Principal Applicant (PAs) immigrants in 
Australia, that is, immigrants upon whom the approval to immigrate was based, and of 
the spouses who were part of the application to migrate made by these PAs. This latter 
group of immigrants are referred to in this study as Migrating Unit Spouses (MUSs). 
An assessment is made of whether the observed factors that influence dominant 
language acquisition, such as educational attainment and age at migration, are the 
same for PAs and MUSs. It also examines the role that correlation among unobserved 
factors for both spouses play in the development of language skills of spouses within 
migrating units. 




